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Abstract
College retention is a growing problem in higher education. This study was conducted to figure out the university students’ drop
out intentions and its relation with sense of school membership, loneliness and coping strategies. 164 university students (125
female and 39 male) with mean age of 21.67 participated in the study. Regression analysis revealed that the intention to drop out 
the university was better predicted by non-academic factors. Grade level, acceptance dimension of sense of school 
membership,loneliness and use of humor as a coping strategy significantly predicted the intention to drop out the university. 
CGPA, global satisfaction level of being a university student, and two dimensions of sense of school membership;rejection and 
belongingness were not significant in predicting the university drop out intention. The results were discussed in the light of 
related literature and implications to practice were suggested.
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1. Introduction
Drop out in higher education institution is becoming a pivotal concern for educators and a central focus for 
researchers. Student drop out at university level has economical, social and psychological costs (Allen, Robbins, 
Casillas, & Oh, 2008; Brawer, 1996; Freeman, Anderman, & Jensen, 2007; Hausmann, Schofield & Woods, 2007; 
Lotkowski, Robbins, &Noeth, 2004). Although several studies conducted to explore the factors associated with the 
student drop out and retention, there is still disagreement on the details of the theory and the practice (Tinto, 2010).
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Several theories attempted to understand why and how students decide to persist or drop out. Economic, 
organizational, psychological and sociological perspectives were included in various approaches (Braxton &Hirschy, 
2005). As well as theoretical models, numerous studies try to find out the correlates of the college retention and 
attrition. In most of the college retention studies, demographic and academic variables have traditionally been used 
to predict college students’ academic success and retention (Pritchard & Wilson, 2003; Reason, 2003; Robbins et. 
Al, 2004). However number of studies showed that these traditional academic variables were not comprehensive in 
predicting the college dropouts. The traditional academic variables such as precollege academic performance and 
educational development have indirect effect on college retention (Allen, Robbins, Casillas, & Oh, 2008). Other 
academic related variables such as achievement motivation and general self-concept on the other hand predicts the 
college retention week (Lotkowski, Robbins, &Noeth, 2004). Personality characteristics, motivation, self-
management and social engagement factors are frequently studied non-academic or non-traditional variables. In 
some studies, non-academic variables were more powerful in predicting the students’ persistence than academic 
variables. Tross, Harper, Osher & Kneidinger (2000) for instance, statesthat personality characteristic of 
conscientiousness is more predictive of college GPA than high school GPA. 
College drop outs were also examined in terms of adjustment of the students to the university life. Similar to the 
link between academic performance and college retention, motivational and social adjustment were found to predict 
the college attrition as well or better than academic adjustment (Gerdes, & Mallinckrodt,1994). These studies 
suggest that, not only academic factors but also non-academic factors need to be included to predict the student 
outcome research. Among these non-academic factors, college commitment and social connectedness have direct 
effects on college retention (Allen, Robbins, Casillas, & Oh, 2008; Walker, Greene, &Mansell, 2006). Hausmann, 
Schofield, and Woods, (2007) found out that sense of belonging predicts intentions to persist even after controlling 
for background variables and other predictors of persistence.
Students’ feelings that they are important and a respected member of their school is named as a sense of school 
belonging. Research on sense of school belonging reveals its relationship with several positive academic and 
psychological factors of educational experiences (Booker, 2004; Marks 2000; Wentzel 1994; Van Ryzin, Gravely, &
Roseth, 2009). Lack of school belongingness may lead to negative psychological and academic outcomes.  Students 
who have more academic and adjustment problems and at risk of dropping out of school reports to feel socially 
rejected at school (Parker and Asher,1987). Mata, van Dulmen, Schinka, Swahn, Bossarte and Flannery (2012) 
studied the mediating role of school belongingness on the association between types of extracurricular activities and 
suicidality with 13,977 adolescents. The results of their study revealed that higher level of school belongingness was 
consistently associated with lower suicidality, regardless of grade. The researchers suggested that an individual’s 
sense of school belongingness might protect against suicidality. Pittman & Richmond (2007) studied the effect of 
school belongingness among university students. They concluded that school belongingness was significantly 
predicted psychological and academic adjustment. 
Studying at the university can be a stressful period for some students. Because of high academic, emotional and 
social demands, the strategies that students use to cope with the distress can be another non-traditional predicting 
factor of university drop out intention. It is known that functional coping strategies such as planning and problem 
solving are positively related with traits of optimism, self esteem and hardiness, and dysfunctional coping strategies 
are more related with negative outcomes such as anxiety and lower levels of psychological wellbeing (Carver, 
Scheier & Weintraub, 1989). Studies support that coping strategies that university students use to handle the distress 
is related with the persistence and commitment to the university (DeBerard, Spielmans & Julka, 2004; Major, 
Holland, and Oborn, 2012; Shields, 2001). 
Major, Holland, and Oborn (2012) reported that coping strategies fully mediated the relationship between 
proactive personality and commitment to majors of undergraduate students studying science, technology engineering 
and math. Specifically active planning had a positive and behavioral disengagement had a negative load on 
commitment to the major. Bray, Braxon and Sullivan (1999) found that students who reported using more active 
coping also reported feeling more committed to their academic major. In their study, of the five coping strategies 
examined: active coping, positive reinterpretation and growth, acceptance, denial, and behavioral disengagement, 
only the acceptance was not significant in affecting the decision to departure from the college major.  
The final variable that might be related with university students’ drop out intentions is loneliness. Although it is a 
commonly studied psychological phenomenon in university students’ social adjustment and wellbeing, the number 
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of studies that examine its effect on college dropout is scarce and contradictory. Love (2008) for example states that 
loneliness is related with college dropout but, in McGaha& Fitzpatrick’ study (2005), loneliness was not related with 
the drop out risk of university students. Nicpon, Huser, Blanks, Sollenberger, Befort, & Robinson Kurpius,(2006) on 
the other hand found that lower level of loneliness predicted more persistence decisions among university students. 
Recently Asher and Weeks (2014) proposed that although loneliness and belongingness can be seen as opposite ends 
of a single continuum, they are distinct dimensions. Loneliness and belongingness therefore might not be related and 
should be studied separately as distinct variables. 
As the literature on college attrition and retention indicates the issue of college dropout extends to motivational, 
psychological and social factors. It is clear that new approaches to understand this issue are needed. There is a need 
for testing theoretical models where traditional as well as motivational, self-management and social engagement 
factors are included (Robbins, Allen, Casillas, Peterson, & Le, 2006). In line with the related literature, this study 
investigated the traditional and non-traditional predictors of university students’ drop out intentions. Coping 
strategies, loneliness, sense of school commitment and global satisfaction level of being a university student are non-
academic variables. CGPA was the only academic variable in this study. The intention to drop out from the 
university is the basic dependent variable. 
To the best knowledge of the author of this research, there is no such study examined these variables with 
university students in Turkey. Additional to the current literature on college retention, the variables included in the 
study base on an observation and assumption that the student’s intention to drop out the university eventually leads 
to actual attrition behavior. Students either re-enter the university entrance examination, or make applications to 
transfer to another universities. It was also observed that, academic achievement is not the only or the greatest 
predictor of this intention. Many students with low academic achievement persist to study in higher education 
because of other psychological or social factors such as an emotional bond to the friends and to the university. 
2. Method
2.1. Procedure
The data were collected by administering a questionnaire to the volunteer university students in a group format. 
Before a lecture started, the researcher entered the classroom and introduced the study. Those who were volunteered 
to participate answered the questions on the questionnaire. The time to complete the questionnaire was about 15-20
minutes. 
2.2. Participants 
164 university students (125 female and 39 male) with mean age of 21, 67 participated in the study. The students 
were from the departments of Psychology, Mathematics, English Literature and Translation and Interpretation. The 
mean CGPA of the students were 2,57 (SD = .78). There were 55 1st year, 38 2nd year, 47 3rd year and 18 4th year 
students. 6 students did not mention their grade level. 
2.3. Materials 
A questionnaire was developed and used to collect the data. The questionnaire consisted 3 parts. At the first part,
demographic variables (grade, CGPA and the department) were presented. At the second part, three scales were 
presented; Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale (Goodenow, 1993), UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, 
1996) and Brief COPE (Carver, 1997). At the last part of the questionnaire, the global level of students’ satisfaction
of being a university student was assessed by presenting a single question “To what extend are you satisfied with 
being a university student?” (1= extremely dissatisfied, 5 = extremely satisfied).  
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2.3.1. Sense of school membership
Psychological Sense of School Membership (PSSM) Scale (Goodenow, 1993), is an 18-item 5 point Likert type
scale. The scale has three dimensions: belonging (e.g., “I am included in a lot of activities at this school.”), rejection 
(e.g., “It is hard for people like me to be accepted here.”), and acceptance (e.g., “I can really be myself at this
school.”). The factor scores in this study were formed based on the factor structure obtained by Hagborg (1998). The 
mean factor scores were calculated and used in further analysis. The internal consistency of the scale was calculated 
as Cronbach Alpha = .78.  
2.3.2. Loneliness
UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau & Cutrona, 1980; Russell, 1996) is a 20-item4 point Likert type self 
report measure used to assess the level of perceived loneliness.  The scale is a highly reliable; coefficient alpha 
ranges from .89 to .94 across samples (Russell, 1996). In the current research the internal consistency of the scale 
was calculated as Cronbach Alpha = .91. The scale is one-dimensional therefore to be used in further analysis, the 
mean scale score was calculated and used in this research. 
2.3.3. Coping strategies
In order to assess the students’ coping strategies Brief COPE (Carver, 1997) was used. Brief COPE is a 28-item 5
point Likert-type self report measure that assesses the coping strategies that individuals use to handle stress. There 
are 14 sub-scales in the measure and each subscale is composed of two items representing a coping strategy. The 
subscales are as follows: Self-distraction, Active coping, Denial, Substance use, Use of emotional support, Use of 
instrumental support, Behavioral disengagement, Venting, Positive reframing, Planning, Humor, Acceptance, 
Religion, and Self-blame (Carver, 1997). In this research the internal consistency of the scale was calculated as 
Cronbach Alpha = .82. In the further analysis, the mean score for each coping strategy were computed and used. 
3. Results 
Table 1. Means and standard deviations of study variables
Variables X SD
Grade 2,18 1,04
CGPA 2,56 0,78
School commitment:
Belonging 3,26 0,49
Rejection   2,49 0,62
Acceptance    3,24 0,82
Coping 
Venting 2,59 0,87
Active coping 2,63 0,79
Denial 1,22 0,93
Substance use 0,76 1,12
Self blame 2,25 0,86
Humor 1,90 1,11
Planning 2,75 0,83
Use of emotional support 2,16 1,01
Use of instrumental support 2,14 1,07
Behavioral disengagement 1,04 0,90
Positive reframing 4,73 2,05
Emotional disengagement 2,34 0,90
Acceptance 2,48 0,87
Religion 1,92 1,37
Global satisfaction level of being a 
university student  3,31 1,10
Loneliness 2,04 0,59
Drop out intention 3,46 1,36
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In order to see the effects of Grade level, CGPA, School commitment, coping strategies, loneliness and global 
university satisfaction level on the students’ drop out intentions a Hierarchical Regression Analysis was conducted.  
Means and standard deviation of study variables are presented in Table 1.  The descriptive analysis shows that 
belonging was the highest score among dimensions of the school membership scale. Students’ lowest commitment 
score was on the rejection dimension. The mean scores suggest that the students general commitment level is 
moderate.
Table 2.Intercorrelations Between the Study Variables
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
1. Global satisfaction -
.13
.54
**
.31 .78
**
-.01 .07 .19 -.08 .09 .04 .07 .10 .07 -.10 .02 -.03 -.11 .11 -
.56
**
-.12 .15
2. Loneliness - -
.29
**
-
.26
**
-.19 -
.26
**
-
.37
**
-
.38
**
.23 .08 .02 -.14 -.26 -
.46
**
.41
**
-.21 -.21 -.14 -
.38
**
.02 .03 .08
3. Belonging - .11 .61
**
.18 .11 .37
**
-.16 .09 .00 .17 .16 .29
**
-.23 .13 .15 -.01 .26
**
-
.42
**
-.14 .24
4. Rejection - .46
**
-.15 .01 .08 -.10 -.11 .08 .01 .02 .00 -.12 .02 .02 -.01 .16 -
.32
**
.05 -
.26
**
5. Acceptance   - .02 .09 .25
**
-.02 -.03 .10 .14 .12 .11 -.16 .11 .04 -.03 .24 -
.65
**
-.14 .16
6. Venting - .39
**
.51
**
.09 -.01 .28
**
.36
**
.47
**
.40
**
-.03 .42
**
.45
**
.31
**
.39
**
-.03 -.08 .13
7. Use of Instrumental 
support 
- .31
**
.08 .05 .27
**
.20 .43
**
.66
**
-.02 .54
**
.44
**
.35
**
.27
**
-.04 .02 -.05
8. Active coping - -.08 -.15 .22 .19 .60
**
.41
**
-
.32
**
.51
**
.48
**
.21 .60
**
-.16 -.06 .13
9. Denial - .22
**
.24
**
.05 -.06 .01 .43
**
.15 -.17 .12 .05 .10 -.11 -.05
10. Substance use - .02 .30
**
-.06 .12 .32
**
.03 -.01 -.24 -.07 .01 .02 -.08
11. Self blame
- .25
**
.48
**
.11 .18 .29
**
.37
**
.12 .24 .05 -.17 -.16
12. Humor
- .28
**
.22 -.02 .23 .29
**
.01 .26
**
-.18 -.09 -.11
13. Planning 
- .40
**
-.19 .57 .67
**
.26
**
.54
**
-.04 .03 .05
14. Use of emotional 
support 
- -.09 .53 .46
**
.22 .36
**
-.01 .07 .10
15. Behavioral 
disengagement
- -.06 -.13 -.03 -.19 .22 -.11 -.02
16. Emotional 
disengagement
- .50 .37 .46 .06 -.10 .08
17. Acceptance - .24 .44 -.01 -.04 -.01
18. Religion - .18 .05 .00 .01
19. Positive reframing - -.12 -.02 .04
20. Drop out intention - -.10 -.11
21. Grade - .07
Positive reframing (X = 4,73), planning (X = 2,75)  and active coping (X = 2,63) were the most frequently used 
coping strategies by the participants. Substance use (X = 0, 76), behavioral disengagement (X = 1,04), and denial (X 
= 1,22) were the least frequently used coping strategies. The most and least frequently used coping strategies 
suggested that the group of students that participated in this study use functional coping strategies more (Carver, 
Scheier & Weintraub, 1989). When the global satisfaction level of students examined (X = 3, 31; min. = 1, max. = 
5) it can be said that students are generally satisfied with being a student. The mean total loneliness score of the
participants of this study is 36, 79 (min. = 20, max. = 71). This mean is comparable with total UCLA 
scoresobtainedfromtwodifferentstudiesconductedwithTurkishuniversitystudents: 37, 22 and 37, 10 respectively 
<ÕOPD]<ÕOPD]	.DUDFD<NVHOIn orders to examine the relationship between study variables the 
Pearson coefficients were calculated. Table 2 shows the correlation coefficients between study variables. As it can 
be seen in table 2, the drop out intention scores of the students were negatively correlated with acceptance (-.65), and 
belonging (-.42), dimensions of the sense of school membership and global satisfaction level of being a university 
student (-.56).  Loneliness correlated negatively with functional [Venting (-.26), Use of Instrumental support (-.37), 
Active coping (-.38), Planning (-.26), Use of emotional support (-.46), Positive reframing (-.38)] and negatively with 
dysfunctional coping strategies [Denial (.23), Behavioral disengagement (.41)].  
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Hierarchical Regression Analysis results are presented in Table 3. The analysis revealed that at the first step, the 
grade level was the only significant predictor. CGPA was not significant predictor of the drop out intention. At the 
second step among the sub dimensions of school commitment the Acceptance dimension was the only significant 
predicting variable. At the third step of the regression analysis among 14 different coping strategies humor was the 
significant predictor. At the final stage, loneliness was the significant predictor.When the power of predicting 
variables were examined it was seen that the school commitment was the strongest predictors of drop out intention 
¨52 = .44). Coping strategies ZHUHWKHVHFRQGSRZHUIXOYDULDEOHV¨52 = .06).
Table 3. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting the intention to dropout the university
Variable B SE B ȕ R2 ¨R2
Step 1 Academic variables .01 .01
Grade -0.20 0.08 -.15*
CGPA 0.02 0.13 .01
Step 2 School commitment .44 .44
School commitment: Belonging 0.07 0.23 .03
School commitment: Rejection   0.88 0.16 .47
School commitment: 
Acceptance    -0.85 0.18 -.51*
Step 3 Coping .51 .06
Venting -0.13 0.12 -.08
Active coping -0.06 0.15 -.04
Denial -0.00 0.10 -.00
Substance use -0.00 0.08 -.00
Self blame 0.18 0.11 .11
Humor -0.17 0.08 -.14*
Planning 0.04 0.16 .03
Use of emotional support 0.09 0.11 .06
Behavioral disengagement 0.22 0.10 .10
Positive reframing -0.00 0.10 -.01
Emotional disengagement 0.10 0.06 .13
Acceptance -0.04 0.13 -.02
Religion -0.01 0.06 -.01
Step 4 Social factors .55 .04
Global satisfaction level of 
being a university student  -0.19 0.11 -.16
Loneliness -0.51 0.18 -.21*
4. Discussion 
This research examined the academic and non-academic factors of university students’ drop out intentions. The 
results of the hierarchical regression analysis revealed that; grade level, acceptance dimension of school 
membership, use of humor as a coping strategy andloneliness were significant predictors of the drop out intention. 
All variables predicted the drop out intention in line with expectations. That is; as the grade level, acceptance and 
use of humor increase, the intention to drop out tends to decreases. The only variable has an inverse effect on the 
drop out intention was loneliness. Unexpectedly loneliness did not predict the drop out in a positive way. In other 
words in this sample as the loneliness increased, the intention to drop out decreased.
The findings of this study supported the college retention literature suggesting among the variables examined
non-academic factors were more powerful in predicting the intention to drop out university. The sense of school 
commitment was the strongest predictor. This finding is consistent with the literature (Allen, Robbins, Casillas, & 
Oh, 2008; Hausmann, Schofield, and Woods, 2007). When students feel that they are part of the university 
community and believe that there is an accepting atmosphere, they tend to persist at the university. However as they 
feel rejected, and different from the other members of the university community they might think about leaving the 
university. 
Similarly use of humor as a coping strategy had a negative influence in the intention to drop. It is known that 
humour has found to have positive effect on psychological wellbeing and related with positive outcomes. It 
improves the general mood (Szabo, 2007), can serve as a buffer against stress (Martin &Lefcourt, 1983), related 
with lower level of loneliness and higher level of self esteem (Kuiper & Martin, 1993; Overholser, 1992).
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It is clear from the findings that in order to design effective retention programs, universities need to take non-
academic factors of university drop out into consideration (Lotkowski, Robbins, &Noeth, 2004).  
Examining the university drop out intentions based on students’ accounts is the major limitation of this stud. 
Follow up studies are required to see the actual retention and drop out status of the students. The intention and the 
actual drop out behaviour relationship should be examined further. The small sample size and including only four 
departments are other limitations of the study. Future studies with larger sample including students from various 
disciplines should be conducted to see possible department specific factors contributing to the global satisfaction 
from being a university student and drop out intention
The results of this study might be useful for and implemented in the practices of the policy makers, 
administrators, advisors, counsellors and psychologists working with university students especially those who work 
with at-risk. As it was stated previously, non-academic factors such as the ones that were studied in this study might 
be given special emphasis to increase the students’ sense of membership and belonging. 
In and out of class activities that students feel accepted can be organized to increase the students’ sense of 
belonging. Psychologist and student counsellors can organize psycho-education sessions to explore the current 
coping skills and enhance the functional coping mechanisms of students. Academic advisors who have potential 
influence on the students’ academic decisions might take an active role in advising students not only on academic 
topics, but also on their psychosocial development. Finally university administrators may encourage and implement 
services that increase the global satisfaction level of their students. 
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